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Methods and systems for controlling data 
flow between a sender and a receiver include 
communicating credit lists to the sender. The 
credit lists include credits indicative of receive 
buffer sizes accessible by the receiver and ca- 
pable of receiving data. The sender transmits 
data packets to the receiver. The data packets 
are preferably no greater in size than the cred- 
its specified in the credit list. When the sender 
uses all of the credits, the sender preferably re- 
frains from sending data packets to the receiver 
until the supply of credits is replenished by the 
receiver. Because data flow between the sender 
and the receiver is regulated using credits, the 
likelihood of data overflow errors is reduced and 
communication efficiency is increased. 
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This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent Application No, 
60/095,297 filed August 4, 1998, the disclosure of which is incorporated herein by 
reference in its entirety. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates to methods and systems for controlling data flow 
between sending and receiving processes executing on one or more computers. More 
particularly, the present invention relates to methods and systems for controlling data 
flow between a sender and a receiver, each including one or more computer processes, by 
communicating credits from the receiver to the sender indicating receive buffer sizes with 
reduced copying of data between sending and receiving applications. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

In computer communication systems, it is desirable to control the flow of data 
from a sending process to a receiving process. For example, if a sending process sends 
data to a receiving process faster than the receiving process can receive and process the 
data, data may be lost or overwritten. Similarly, if a sending process sends data and the 
receiving process fails to provide a buffer to receive the data, the connection between the 
sending and receiving processes may be broken. 

In conventional flow control techniques, such as TCP flow control techniques, 
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data flow is regulated between TCP buffers at the transport level. More particularly, TCP 
protocol software may utilize a sliding window to control flow between a sender's TCP 
buffer and a receiver's TCP buffer. According to TCP flow control, the sender maintains 
one window to monitor data segments that have been sent to the receiver and 
5 acknowledged, data segments that have been sent and not acknowledged, and data 

segments that have not been sent The receiver maintains a similar window to reassemble 
the data in the receiver's TCP buffer. When a receiving application reads data from the 
receiver's TCP buffer, the data is copied from the receivef s TCP buffer to an application- 
level receive buffer and new data can be received in the TCP buffer. Thus, in order to 
1 0 regulate flow between a TCP sender and a TCP receiver, it is only necessary that the 

receiver communicate the size of the TCP buffer to the sender, rather than the size of the 
application-level buffers. 

The communication of the TCP buffer size to a TCP sender is accomplished 
through acknowledgement packets sent from the receiver to the sender. Each 
15 acknowledgement packet acknowledges a specific data segment sent from the sender to 
the receiver. Each acknowledgement includes a size field advertising the size of the 
receiver's TCP buffer to the sender. The sender adjusts its window according to the 
advertised size and sends no more data than the current window size permits. Thus, once 
the sender fills the current window and sends the data to the receiver, the sender waits for 
2 0 acknowledgement packets from the receiver indicating that the receiver's TCP buffer has 
been emptied and more data can be sent This waiting may be undesirable, since the 
acknowfedgement packets may be delayed due to network congestion. 
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Another problem with conventional TCP flow control methods is that the TCP 
buffer size information communicated by a TCP receiver may not reflect the actual 
available TCP buffer size. For example, conventional TCP protocol software may 
advertise to the sender an upper limit on the number of bytes that a TCP buffer is capable 
5 of receiving. This upper limit may not reflect the actual memory space reserved for the 
TCP buffer when data arrives from the sender. Thus, conventional flow control methods 
may not communicate accurate buffer size information to the sender. 

Yet another problem with TCP flow control methods is that the copying of data 
between the TCP buffers and the sending and receiving application buffers introduces 
1 0 latency into data transfers. As a result of this latency, these methods may not be feasible 
in high-speed environments, such as system area networks (SANs). For example, in 
TCP, data may be copied from a sender's application-level buffer to the sender's TCP 
buffer and from a receiver's TCP buffer to the receiver's application-level buffer. This 
copying may have a significant impact on I/O performance in high-speed environments. 
15 In order to increase I/O performance over conventional communications 

protocols, some communication protocols, such as the Virtual Interface Architecture 
(VIA), do not buffer data for an application or perform fragmentation and reassembly of 
data. Data is sent from a sending I/O device, over a network, and received directly into 
an application-level receive buffer of a receiver. If a sender utilizing the VIA architecture 
2 0 attempts to send data when a receive buffer is not available, connection between the 
sender and receiver is broken. The breaking of a connection is a catastrophic, 
unrecoverable error, that requires reestablishment of the connection and resending of the 
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data. Similarly, when a sender utilizing VIA sends more data than a receive buffer can 
hold, or a larger buffer than die maximum transfer unit (MTU) of the network, connection 
may also be broken. When a sender sends an amount of data smaller than the size of a 
receive buffer, communication is not broken. However, sending less data than the 

5 receiver is capable of receiving may be inefficient. TCP flow control methods may be 
unsuitable for solving these problems because of the latency introduced by copying, 
fragmentation, and reassembly, and because TCP flow control methods are based on TCP 
buffer size, rather than application buffer size. Thus, there exists a need for methods and 
systems for controlling flow between a sender and a receiver that alleviate the difficulties 

1 0 with conventional flow control techniques. 

SUMMARY OT? THE INVENTION 

The present invention includes methods and systems for controlling flow of data 
over a connection, preferably a reliable connection, between a sender and a receiver, 

1 5 while reducing the need for copying of data. As used herein, the term "sender" is 

intended to refer to one or more processes that communicate with a receiver, which also 
includes one or more processes. The sender and the receiver may execute on the same 
computer or on separate computers. The terms "sender" and "receiver" are not intended 
to include or be limited to any specific hardware configuration or to processes capable of 

2 0 only sending or only receiving data. For example, both a sender and a receiver may be 
capable of sending and receiving data. 

According to one aspect, the invention includes a method for controlling flow of 
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data from a send buffer associated with a sender to a receive buffer associated with a 
receiver. In a preferred implementation of the invention, the only copy of the data made 
between the send buffer and the receive buffer may be the signal transmitted over the 
communication link between the sender and the receiver. Copying of data increases time 
5 required to process an I/O request Thus, reducing the number of copies between the send 
buffer and the receive buffer increases transmission efficiency. 

In order to control the flow of data without copying the data, the receiver may 
communicate application-level receive buffer sizes to the sender. The receiver preferably 
communicates the buffer size information to the sender in an efficient manner. For 
1 0 example, the more buffer size information communicated to the sender in each flow 
control communication, the more efficient the communication process. In one 
implementation, the receiver may communicate a list containing at least one application- 
level receive buffer size to the sender, so that the sender can determine how much data 
the receiver is capable of receiving. In preferred implementations of the invention, the 
15 receiver may send a list containing a plurality of application-level receive buffer sizes to 
the sender. One method for communicating the list of buffer sizes to the sender is by 
sending a message, e.g., a packet, from the receiver to the sender over a data channel 
established between the sender and the receiver. The message may contain the list of 
receive buffer sizes, and is hereinafter referred to as a credit message. The receive buffer 
2 0 sizes in the credit message are hereinafter referred to as credits. 

The sender may utilize the credits in the credit message to determine the size and 
order of data packets to be sent to the receiver. For example, the sender preferably does 
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not exceed the size indicated by a particular credit or send data when no credits are 
available. In addition, the sender preferably uses the credits in the order that the credits 
are received from the receiver, so that the receiver can receive data into the correct 
buffers. Because the credits are preferably indicative of application-level receive buffer 
5 sizes, the data sent by the sender can be received directly into allocated application-level 
receive buffers. Thus, the credit-based flow control methods and systems according to 
the invention provide both reliable and efficient data transfer between senders and 
receivers. 

Another method for communicating credits to the sender is using shared memory. 
10 For example, the sender and the receiver may each comprise a process or processes 
executing on the same machine or on different machines that utilize shared memory to 
communicate with each other. The shared memory may include a control portion and a 
data portion. In order to control flow, the receiver may write credits to the control portion 
- indicative of receive buffer sizes in the data portion available for receiving data. The 
1 5 sender may read the credits in the control portion to determine how to partition data being 
sent 

" Still another method for communicating credits to the sender is a remote direct 
memory access (RDMA) write operation. In RDMA write operations, the receiver may 
send a list of credits directly to the memory of a remote machine on which the sender 
20 executes. The sender may poll the memory location or locations of the buffer that 
receives RDMA transfers to determine when credits are available. Alternatively, the 
sender may be notified asynchronously of the arrival of credits in the RDMA buffer. The 
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sender may use the credits in the manner previously described to determine how to 
partition and send data to the receiver. 

In implementations of the invention where credit messages are used to deliver 
credits to the sender, the credit messages may be delivered using a new protocol or by 
5 extending an existing protocol. For example, in a new protocol, the sender and me 

receiver may exchange credit messages over a control channel established exclusively for 
the exchange of credit messages. In order to extend an existing protocol, credits may be 
communicated to the sender using optional data fields in the existing protocol. For 
example, in TCP, credits may be communicated to the sender using the OPTIONS field 
10 in any TCP packet, such as a TCP acknowledgment packet. The TCP sender may then 
send data to the receiver having lengths corresponding to the credits. 

According to another aspect, the present invention may include methods and 
systems for determining when to communicate credits to a sender. The receiver 
preferably communicates credits to the sender in a timely manner. For example, if the 
15 sender has data to be sent and the receiver fails to timely notify the sender of the available 
receive buffer space, sending may be delayed. In order to avoid delays in sending, the 
receiver may monitor credits sent to the sender, the rate at which the sender uses the 
credits, and/or when the sender uses particular credits in a credit list previously 
communicated to the sender. Based on the monitored information, the receiver may 
2 0 determine when to communicate new credits to the sender to avoid the condition where 
the sender has data to send but has no credits. For example, the receiver may 
communicate new credits to the sender after receiving data from the sender into a first 
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receive buffer specified in a credit list previously conununicated to the sender. In another 
alternative, the receiver may communicate a new credit list to the sender when the receive 
buffer corresponding to a buffer size near the end of the previous credit list receives data 
from the sender. In yet another alternative, new credits may be communicated to the 
5 sender when a receive buffer between the first and last buffers in the previous credit list 

receives data from the sender. 

Since credits may be received in a finite-sized buffer managed by the sender, the 
flow of credits from the receiver to the sender is preferably controlled. In order to control 
credit flow, the receiver may utilize the receipt of data from the sender as an indication 
10 that there is a buffer available to receive new credits. For example, the sender preferably 
only sends data to the receiver when the sender has been notified through a credit list that 
a receive buffer is available. Thus, when the receiver receives data from the sender, the 
receiver knows that a previous credit list has been successfully communicated to the 
•- sender. When the sender receives new credits from the receiver, the sender preferably 
1 5 posts a new receive buffer to receive additional credits. The sender is preferably 

prevented from using credits in the new credit list until the buffer for receiving the next 
credit list is posted. Thus, when the receiver receives data from the sender corresponding 
to the first credit in a new credit list, the receiver also knows that a buffer for receiving 
additional credit lists is available. One additional assumption made by the receiver is that 
20 the sender initially, i.e., before any credit messages or data is transferred, has at least one 
buffer available for receiving credit lists. Finally, the size of the credit list is preferably 
, greater than the size of the sender's credit list buffer or the network MTU between the 
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sender and receiver, whichever is smaller. Thus, based on these rules, the present 
invention reliably implements flow control of credits. 

According to another aspect, the present invention includes a method for 
controlling data flow between a sender and a receiver. The method includes 
5 communicating a first credit list to a sender. The first credit list may include a plurality 
of credits indicative of buffer sizes of receive buffers accessible by the receiver and 
capable of receiving data from the sender. In response to receiving the first credit list, the 
sender transmits a data packet to the receiver. The data packet is no greater in size than a 
first buffer size specified by a first credit in the first credit list 
1 o According to another aspect, the present invention includes a credit list 

builder/communicator including computer-executable instructions embodied in a 
computer-readable medium for performing steps. The steps may include receiving 
requests for receiving data into a plurality of receive buffers accessible by a receiver and 
capable of receiving data from a sender. In response to the requests, the credit list 
15 builder/communicator may build a credit list including a plurality of credits indicative of 
sizes of a plurality of receive buffers. After building a credit list, the credit list 
buUder/communicator may communicate the credit list to the sender. 

According to another aspect, the present invention may include a data structure 
for controlling data flow between a sender and a receiver. The data structure may include 
20 acredit list including aplurality of credits. Each credit in the credit list is indicative of a 
buffer size of a receive buffer accessible by a receiver and capable of receiving data from 
a sender. 
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According to another aspect, the present invention may include a credit list 
reader/processor including computer-executable instructions embodied in a computer- 
readable medium for performing steps. The steps may include posting a first buffer for 
receiving credits from a receiver. The credit list reader/processor may determine whether 
5 credits have been received in the first buffer, and, in response to receiving credits in the 
first buffer, the credit list reader/processor may post a second buffer for receiving 
additional credits. After posting the second buffer, the credit list reader/processor may 
store credits from the first buffer in a credit list 

According to another aspect, the present invention may include a credit list 
1 0 buUder/communicator including computer-executable instructions embodied in a 

computer-readable medium for performing steps for determining when to communicate 
additional credits messages to a sender. The steps may include communicating a first 
credit list to a sender. The credit list builder/communicator may then determine if data 
has been received in a first buffer corresponding to a first credit in the first credit list In 
1 5 response to determining that data has been received in the first buffer, the credit list 
buader/communicator may communicate a second credit list to the sender. 

According to another aspect, the present invention may include a credit list 
builder/communicator including computer-executable instructions for performing steps 
for detennining when to communicate new credits to a sender. The steps may include 
20 communicating a first credit list to a sender. After communicating the first credit list to 
the sender, the credit list builder/communicator may monitor the frequency at which the 
sender consumes credits in the first credit list The credit list buader/communicator may 
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determine when to communicate a second credit list to the receiver based on the 
frequency. For example, the credit list builder/communicator may determine a triggering 
buffer corresponding to a credit in the first credit list based on the frequency. The credit 
list builder/communicator may instruct an input/output device to send the second credit 
5 message to the sender when the triggering buffer receives data. In an alternative 
arrangement, rather than determining a triggering buffer, the credit list 
builder/communicator may determine a time in time units, such as milliseconds, for 
determining when to send a new credit message to the sender, based on the frequency. 
According to another aspect of the invention, the receiver may utilize credits to 
1 0 implement quality of service features. For example, the receiver may be a server that 
provides services to a plurality of client senders. Since the server may concurrently 
receive data from multiple clients, it may be desirable for the server to impose a 
maximum allowable bandwidth restriction on each clients, to prevent the server from 
being overrun with data. One way that the sender may control the bandwidth is by 
1 5 regulating the number of unused credits available to each client so that no client has 

enough credits to exceed the maximum allowable bandwidth. By using available credits 
to regulate maximum bandwidth for each client, the server maintains a given quality of 
service for all clients. 

According to another aspect, the present invention may include a credit list 
2 0 builder/communicator including computer-executable instructions embodied in a 

computer-readable medium for performing steps. The steps may include operating in a 
first mode for determining when to communicate new credits to a sender. The credit list 
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builder/communicator may receive in-band information from the sender and analyze the 
in-band information. If the in-band information indicates that switching would increase 
I/O performance, the credit list builder/communicator may switch to a second mode for 
determining when to communicate new credits to the sender. 
5 According to another aspect, the present invention may include an input/output 

device. The input/output device may include a processing circuit and a memory device 
coupled to the processing circuit For example, the processing circuit may comprise a 
microprocessor and the memory device may comprise on-chip memory of the 
microprocessor. Alternatively, the memory device may comprise a memory chip external 
10 to the chip containing the processing circuit The memory device may comprise a 

general-purpose memory, such as a read-only memory that stores computer-executable 
instructions. Alternatively, the memory device may comprise an application specific 
integrated circuit that implements the computer-executable instructions in hardware. The 
computer-executable instructions included in or implemented by the memory device may 
1 5 perform steps. The steps may include receiving requests for receiving data into receive 
buffers stored in virtual memory locations of a host computer connectable to the 
input/output device. The next step may include building a credit list including a plurality 
of credits indicative of sizes of the receive buffers. Finally, after building the credit list, 
the next step may include communicating the credit list to the sender. 
2 0 According to another aspect the present invention may include an input/output 

device. The input/output device may include a processing circuit and a memory device, 
as previously described. The computer-executable instructions included in or 
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implemented by the memory device may perform steps. The steps may include posting a 
first buffer accessible by a sender for receiving credits from a receiver. The next step 
may include determining whether credits have been received in the first buffer. In 
response to receiving credits in the first buffer, the next step may include posting a 
second buffer accessible by the sender for receiving additional credits from the receiver. 
After posting the second buffer, the next step may include storing credits from the first 

buffer in a credit list 

According to another aspect, the present invention may include a network 
communications system. The network communication system may include a first local 
virtual interface, a second local virtual interface, and a credit list builder/communicator. 
The first local virtual interface may send data to and receive data from a first remote 
virtual interface over a first network connection. The second local virtual interface may 
send credit messages to and receive credit messages from a second remote virtual 
interface over a second network connection. The.credit list builder/communicator may 
build credit messages for controlling data flow over the first network connection and 
communicate the credit messages to the second remote virtual interface through the 
second local virtual interface and the second network connection. The credit messages 
may include credit lists including a plurality of credits indicative of buffer sizes of receive 
buffers for receiving data through the first local virtual interface from the first remote 
virtual interface. Alternatively, each virtual interface may be used to communicate data in 
one direction while communicating credit messages in the reverse direction. 
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Additional features and advantages of the invention will be made apparent from 
the following detailed description of illustrative embodiments which proceeds with 
reference to the accompanying figures. 

5 BRTEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

While the appended claims set forth the features of the present invention with 
particularity, the invention, together with its objects and advantages may be best 
understood from the following detailed description taken in conjunction with the 
accompanying drawings of which: 
L 0 Figure 1 is a block diagram generally illustrating an exemplary computer system 

on which embodiments of the present invention may reside; 

Figure 2 is a block diagram illustrating a sender and a receiver including a system 
for controlling data flow according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 3 is a more detailed block diagram of the sender and the receiver including 
15 the system for controlling data flow according to the embodiment of Figure 2; 

Figure 3(a) is a detailed block diagram of the sender and the receiver according to 
an alternative embodiment of the invention; 

Figure 4 is a flow chart illustrating steps that may be performed by a credit list 
builder/communicator of a receiver for determining when to communicate new credits to 
20 a sender according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 5 is a flow chart illustrating exemplary steps that may be performed by a 
credit list builder/communicator of a receiver for determining when to communicate new 
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credits to a sender according to another embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 6 is a flow chart illustrating exemplary steps that may be performed by a 
credit list builder/communicator of a receiver for determining whether to switch from a 
first mode to a second mode for determining when to communicate new credits to a 
5 sender according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figures 7(a) and 7(b) are flow charts illustrating exemplary steps that may be 
performed by a credit list reader/processor of a sender for reading and processing credits 
according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 8 is a flow diagram illustrating an example of the transfer of credits to and 
10 the use of credits by a sender according to an embodiment of the present invention. 

SPV rmr DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

Turning to the draurings, wherein like reference numerals refer to like elements, 
the invention is illustrated as being implemented in a suitable computing environment. 

15 Although not required, the invention will be described in the general context of computer- 
executable instructions, such as program modules, being executed by a personal 
computer. Generally, program modules include routines, programs, objects, components, 
data structures, etc. that perform particular tasks or implement particular abstract data 
types. Moreover, those skilled in the art will appreciate that the invention may be 

2 0 practiced with other computer system configurations, including hand-held devices, multi- 
processor systems, microprocessor based or programmable consumer electronics, 
network PCs, minicomputers, mainframe computers, and the like. The invention may 
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also be practiced in distributed computing environments where tasks are performed by 
remote processing devices that are linked through a communications network. In a 
distributed computing environment, program modules may be located in both local and 
remote memory storage devices. 

With reference to Fig. 1, an exemplary system for implementing the invention 
includes a general purpose computing device in the form of a conventional personal 
computer 20, including a processing unit 21, a system memory 22, and a system bus 23 
that couples various system components including the system memory to the processing 
unit21. The system bus 23 may be any of several types of bus structures including a 
memory bus or memory controller, a peripheral bus, and a local bus using any of a variety 
of bus architectures. The system memory includes read only memory (ROM) 24 and 
random access memory (RAM) 25. A basic input/output system (BIOS) 26, containing 
the basic routines that help to transfer information between elements within the personal 
computer 20, such as during start-up, is stored in ROM 24. The personal computer 20 
further includes ahard disk drive 27 for reading from and writing to ahard disk, not 
shown, a magnetic disk drive 28 for reading from or writing to a removable magnetic disk 
29, and an optical disk drive 30 for reading from or writing to a removable optical disk 31 
such as a CD ROM or other optical media. 

The hard disk drive 27, magnetic disk drive 28, and optical disk drive 30 are 
connected to the system bus 23 by a hard disk drive interface 32, a magnetic disk drive 
interface 33, and an optical disk drive interface 34, respectively. The drives and their 
associated computer-readable media provide nonvolatile storage of computer readable 
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instructions, data structures, program modules and other data for the personal computer 
20. Although the exemplary environment described herein employs a hard disk, a 
removable magnetic disk 29, and a removable optical disk 31, it will be appreciated by 
those skilled in the art that other types of computer readable media which can store data 
5 that is accessible by a computer, such as magnetic cassettes, flash memory cards, digital 
video disks, Bernoulli cartridges, random access memories, read only memories, and the 
like may also be used in the exemplary operating environment. 

A number of program modules may be stored on the hard disk, magnetic disk 29, 
optical disk 3 1, ROM 24 or RAM 25, including an operating system 35, one or more 
1 0 applications programs 36, other program modules 37, and program data 3 8. The 

operating system 35 may include a virtual memory manager and one or more I/O device 
drivers that communicate with each other to maintain coherence between virtual memory 
address mapping information stored by the operating system 35 and virtual memory 
mapping information stored by one or more I/O devices, such as network interface 
15 adapters 54 and 54a. A user may enter commands and information into the personal 
computer 20 through input devices such as a keyboard 40 and a pointing device 42. 
Other input devices (not shown) may include a microphone, touch panel, joystick, game 
pad, satellite dish, scanner, or the like. These and other input devices are often connected 
to the processing unit 21 through a serial port interface 46 that is coupled to the system 
20 bus, but may be connected by other interfaces, such as a parallel port, game port or a 
universal serial bus (USB). A monitor 47 or other type of display device is also 
connected to the system bus 23 via an interface, such as a video adapter 48. In addition to" 
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the monitor, personal computers typically include other peripheral output devices, not 
shown, such as speakers and printers. 

The personal computer 20 may operate in a networked environment using logical 
connections to one or more remote computers, such as a remote computer 49. The 
5 remote computer 49 may be another personal computer, a server, a router, a networkPC, 
a peer device or other common network node, and typically includes many or all of the 
elements described above relative to the personal computer 20, although only a memory 
storage device 50 has been illustrated in Fig. 1. The logical connections depicted in Fig. 
1 include a local area network (LAN) 51, a wide area network (WAN) 52, and a system 
10 area network (SAN) 53. Local- and wide-area networking environments are 

commonplace in offices, enterprise-wide computer networks, intranets and the Internet 
System area networking environments are used to interconnect nodes within a distributed 
computing system, such as a cluster. For example, in the illustrated embodiment, the 
personal computer 20 may comprise a first node in a cluster and the remote computer 49 
15 may comprise a second node in the cluster. In such an environment, it is preferable that 
the personal computer 20 and the remote computer 49 be under a common administrative 
domain. Thus, although the computer 49 is labeled "remote", the computer 49 may be in 
close physical proximity to the personal computer 20. 

When used in a LAN or SAN networking environment, the personal computer 20 
20 is connected to the local network 51 or system network 53 through the network interface 
adapters 54 and 54a. The network interface adapters 54 and 54a may include processing 
units 55 and 55a and one or more memory units 56 and 56a. The memory units 56 and 
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56a may contain computer-executable instructions for processing I/O requests including 
translating virtual memory addresses to physical memory addresses, obtaining virtual 
address mapping information from the operating system 35, and recovering from local 
address translation failures. The memory units 56 and 56a may also contain page tables 
5 used to perform local virtual to physical address translations. 

When used in a WAN networking environment, the personal computer 20 
typically includes a modem 58 or other means for establishing communications over the 
WAN 52. The modem 58, which may be internal or external, is connected to the system 
bus 23 via the serial port interface 46. In a networked environment, program modules 
1 0 depicted relative to the personal computer 20, or portions thereof, may be stored in the 
remote memory storage device. It will be appreciated that the network connections 
shown are exemplary and other means of establishing a communications link between the 
computers may be used. 

When used in any of the networking environments illustrated in Figure 1, data 
1 5 flow is preferably regulated between processes executing on the personal computer 20 
and processes executing on the remote computer 49 that communicate with each other. 
For example, the personal computer 20 may include a sender for sending data through 
one of the network interface adapters 54 and 54a to a receiver executing on the remote 
computer 49. Accordingly, in order to regulate data flow between the sender and the 
2 0 receiver, the sender may include a credit list reader/processor for receiving and 
processing credits from the receiver. The receiver may include a credit list 
builder/communicator for building credit lists and communicating the credit lists to the 
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sender. 

The present invention is not limited to regulating flow between processes 
executing on separate computers. The credit list builder/communicator and the credit list 
reader/processor may be used to regulate flow between a sender and a receiver executing 
on the same machine. For example, the sender and the receiver each may comprise an 
application program executing on the personal computer 20 that utilize a shared memory 
region for communicating with each other. The shared memory region may include a 
data portion and a control portion. In order to regulate flow, the credit list 
builder/processor of the receiver may write credits to the control portion of the shared 
memory region. The credits may be indicative of receive buffer sizes in the data portion 
of the shared memory region. In order to access the credits, the credit list 
reader/processor of the sender may read the control portion of the shared memory region. 
The credit list reader/processor preferably uses the credits in the order that the credits are 
made available, preferably does not exceed the buffer size indicated by each credit, and 
preferably only writes data to the data portion when credits are available. In this manner, 
flow between the sender and the receiver may be regulated using credits in shared 
memory. 

In yet another alternative, where the sender and receiver are executing on 
different machines, RDMA write operations may be used to communicate credits from 
the receiver to the sender. In RDMA write operations, the credit list 
builder/communicator of the receiver may write credits directly to the memory of the 
machine on which the credit message reader processor of the sender executes. In order t 
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perform an RDMA write operation, the credit list builder/communicator may construct a 
packet containing a list of credits and the destination memory address of the sender where 
the credits will be stored. The sender may receive the packet directly into the specified 
memory address. In order to use the credits, the credit list reader/processor may read the 
memory location that receives the RDMA packet The credit list reader/processor may 
use the credits to send data to the receiver in the manner previously described. Thus, 
RDMA write operations provide yet another mechanism for communicating credits to the 
sender. 

In the description that follows, the invention will be described with reference to 
acts and symbolic representations of operations that are performed by one or more 
computers, unless indicated otherwise. As such, it will be understood that such acts and 
operations, which are at times referred to as being computer-executed, include the 
manipulation by the processing unit of the computer and/or the processing units of I/O 
devices of electrical signals representing data in a structured form. This manipulation 
transforms the data or maintains it at locations in the memory system of the computer 
and/or the memory systems of I/O devices, which reconfigures or otherwise alters the 
operation of the computer and/or the VO devices in a manner well understood by those 
skilled in the art. The data structures where data is maintained are physical locations of 
the memory that have particular properties defined by the format of the data. However, 
while the invention is being described in the foregoing context, it is not meant to be 
limiting as those of skill in the art will appreciate that the acts and operations described 
hereinafter may also be implemented in hardware. 
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Figure 2 illustrates an exemplary sender 60 and a receiver 62 including a system 
for controlling data flow according to an embodiment of the present invention. In the 
illustrated embodiment, the sender 60 and the receiver 62 may each comprise a plurality 
of processes executing on the same computer or on different computers that communicate 
over a communication link 64. The communication link 64 may comprise a LAN, a 
WAN, a SAN, or any other medium for transferring signals between connected devices. 
If the sender and the receiver include application programs executing on the same 
machine, the communication link may comprise a bus, such as a data bus. The sender 60 
may include a sending application 66 for requesting the sending of data stored in one or 
more send buffers 68 from an I/O device 70 to other applications. For example, the 
sending application 66 may comprise a web server that sends data to other applications, 
such as the receiving application 74 over the communication link 64. The I/O device 70 
may comprise any type of device for sending and receiving data in response to requests 
from an application. For example, the I/O device 70 may comprise a network interface 
adapter, such as an Ethernet adapter. In order to reduce copying of data between the 
sending application 66 and the I/O device 70, the I/O device 70 is preferably capable of 
translating virtual memory addresses of data to be sent to physical memory addresses. 
Exemplary mechanisms for translating virtual memory addresses to physical memory 

addresses are described in copending U.S. Patent Application No , filed 

December 29, 1998, entitled, "Recoverable Methods for and Systems for Processing 
Input/Output Requests," (Leydig, Voit & Mayer, Ltd. Attorney Docket No. 89079) the 
disclosure of which is incorporated herein by reference in its entirety. 



- 22 - 



WO 00/41365 



PCT/US99/30860 



The sender 60 may also include an I/O device interface 72 for controlling 
communication between the sending application 66 and the I/O device 70. For example, 
the I/O device interface 72 may include communications functions, such as sockets, MPI, 
and cluster functions that may be called by the sending application when requesting 
sending of data. The I/O device interface 72 may convert the requests into data structures 
recognizable by the I/O device 70. In order to reduce the copying of data between the 
sending application 66 and the I/O device 70, the I/O device interface 72 may also 
include memory registration functions for registering memory used by applications with 
the I/O device 70. However, because the I/O device 70 is preferably capable of 
recovering from local virtual address translation failures, memory registration may not be 
required. 

The receiver 62 may include the receiving application 74 for requesting receipt of 
data from an I/O device 76 into one or more receive buffers 78. For example, the 
receiving application 74 may comprise a web browser that receives data sent over a 
network from other applications, such as the sending application 66. The I/O device 76 
of the receiver may comprise any device capable of sending and receiving data over a 
communication link in response to requests from the receiving application 74. The 
receiver 62 preferably also includes an I/O device interface 80 for controlling 
communication between the receiving application 74 and the I/O device 76. The I/O 
device 76 and the I/O device interface 80 may be similar in structure to the I/O device 70 
and the I/O device interface 72 of the sender and need not be further described. 

According to an important aspect of the invention, the receiver 62 communicates 
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credits to the sender 60 to control the flow of data packets 84 sent by the sender 60. In 
the illustrated embodiment, communicating the credits to the sender includes sending 
credit messages 82 to the sender. The credit messages may be variously configured. In a 
preferred embodiment, the credit messages may include credit lists containing buffer size 
5 information relating to the size of one or more receive buffers 78 in which the receiving 
application 74 may request receipt of data. In order to generate credit lists and 
communicate credits to the sender, the receiver may include a credit list 
builder/communicator 83. When the receiving application requests receipt of data into 
one or more of the receive buffers 78, e.g., by communicating the buffer virtual addresses 
10 and sizes to the I/O device interface 80, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may 
generate credit messages including the sizes of the receive buffers 78 and forward the 
credit messages to the I/O device 76 to be sent to the sender 60. Alternatively, the credit 
list builder/communicator may communicate credits to the sender using a shared memory 
buffer or through RDMA write operations, as previously described. The credit list 
15 builder/communicator 83 may also determine when to communicate new credits to the 
sender 60. Methods for detemuning when to communicate new credits to the sender 60 
are discussed in more detail below. 

In order to process the credits received from the receiver, the sender may include a 
credit list reader/processor 75. The credit list reader/processor 75 may be variously 
20 configured. For example, the credit list reader/processor 75 may receive credit messages 
82 from the receiver 62 and extract credits including buffer size information from the 
credit messages. Alternatively, when the receiver communicates credits to the sender 
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using a shared memory region or an RDMA write operation, the credit message 
reader/processor may read data from the shared memory region or the buffer for receiving 
RDMA writes. 

According to an important aspect of the invention, the credit list reader/processor 
5 75 preferably uses the credits to determine the size of data packets to be sent to the 
receiver. In addition, the credit list reader/processor preferably uses the credits in the 
order that the credits were received, so that the receiver will receive data in the correct 
buffers. For example, the credit message 82 may indicate that the receiving application 
74 has a first buffer of four bytes for receiving data and a second buffer of two bytes for 

1 0 receiving data. The sending application 66 may have a send buffer of six bytes to be sent 
to the receiving application. Under these conditions, the credit list reader/processor 75 
may request that the I/O device 70 send a first data packet of four bytes and a second data 
packet of two bytes to the receiver 62, e.g., by communicating the virtual addresses of the 
data to be sent along with the appropriate sizes to the I/O device 70. The credit list 

1 5 reader/processor 75 preferably maintains a list of credits received from the receiver 62 
and removes credits from the list as the sender uses the credits. Thus, because the 
receiver 62 preferably communicates credits indicative of application buffer sizes to the 
sender, and the sender 60 constructs data packets having sizes based on the credits, data 
flow between the sender and the receiver may be efficiently regulated. Moreover, 

2 0 software copying, segmentation, and reassembly of data may not be required according to 
preferred implementations of the invention because the data packets sent to the receiver 
are preferably no greater in size than the corresponding receive buffers. 
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In order to communicate credit messages to the sender, the credit list 
builder/communicator may utilize the same connection or a separate connection from the 
connection used for receiving data from the sender. In a preferred embodiment, the 
sender and the receiver send and receive data over one or more data connections and 
5 exchange credit messages over a control connection separate from the data connections. 
When the sender and the receiver communicate over multiple data connections, the credit 
message builder/communicator may multiplex credits or credit messages transmitted over 
the control connection. Each credit or credit message in the multiplexed control channel 
may indicate the data connection to which it pertains. Thus, the methods for controlling 
1 0 data flow according to the present invention are applicable to a single data connection or 
to a plurality of data connections. The credit message reader/processor of the sender may 
demultiplex the credit messages on the control channel and use the credits in the credit 
messages to send data over the corresponding data connections. In order to prevent credit 
message overflow on the control connection, the credit message reader/processor 
1 5 preferably maintains a credit message buffer for each data connection. 

In yet another alternative embodiment, the receiver may communicate with a 
plurality of senders. For example, the sender may comprise a server and the receivers 
may comprise clients. In such an embodiment, the credit message builder/communicator 
of the receiver may receive data from a plurality of client senders utilizing a separate data 
2 0 connection for each sender. The credit message builder/communicator of the receiver 
may communicate credits to each sender utilizing a separate control connection for each 
sender. 
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The credit message builder/communicator and the credit message reader/processor 
may be implemented in hardware, software, or a combination of hardware and software. 
For example, in the embodiment illustrated in Figure 2, the credit message 
builder/communicator and the credit message reader processor may be components of the 
5 communications provider software included in the I/O device interfaces 72 and 80. In an 
alternative embodiment, the credit message builder/communicator and the credit message 
reader/processor may be implemented in hardware of the I/O devices 70 and 76. 
Implementing the credit message builder/communicator and the credit message 
receiver/processor in the hardware of the I/O devices allows flow control to be performed 

1 0 transparently to the communications provider software. 

Although the embodiment illustrated in Figure 2 shows a sender 60 and a receiver 
62 respectively having a credit list reader/processor 75 and a credit list 
builder/communicator 83, the present invention is not intended to be limited to such an 
embodiment. For example, the sender 60 and the receiver 62 may each be capable of 

1 5 sending and receiving data. Thus, the I/O device interface 72 of the sender 60 may 

include a credit list builder/communicator 83 in addition to the credit list reader/processor 
75. Similarly, the I/O device interface 80 of the receiver 62 may include a credit list 
reader/processor 75 in addition to the credit list builder/communicator 83. 

Figure 3 is a more detailed block diagram of the sender 60 and the receiver 62 

2 0 illustrated in Figure 2. The sender 60 and the receiver 62 illustrated in Figure 3 

preferably implement the Virtual Interface Architecture (VIA). According to the VIA 
architecture, the efficiency of I/O operations may be increased by granting I/O devices 
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direct access to application-level data buffers so that copying of data between 
applications and the I/O devices is not required. In order to provide I/O devices direct 
access to application-level buffers, the I/O device interfaces 72 and 80 communicate 
descriptors to the I/O devices. A descriptor is a data structure containing I/O request 
5 processing information, such as the virtual memory address and size of a send Or receive 
buffer. The I/O devices translate the virtual memory addresses in the descriptors to 
physical memory addresses and either send data from or receive data into a buffer at the 
physical memory address. The buffer size information in the descriptors may also be 
used by the credit list builder/communicator 83 to generate credit messages. 
L 0 In Figure 3, the I/O devices 70 and 76 preferably each comprise a VIA network 

interface adapter capable of sending and receiving data and credit messages over the 
communication link 64. A VIA network interface adapter may comprise any type of 
network adapter capable of high-speed communications, for example, an Ethernet card, 
such as a gigabit Ethernet card. In addition, the VIA network interface adapter is 
15 preferably capable of translating virtual memory addresses of buffers used in I/O 
operations into physical memory addresses. 

The I/O device interfaces 72 and 80 of the sender 60 and the receiver 62 each 
comprise a plurality of components for controlling communications between the 
applications 66 and 74 and the I/O devices 70 and 76. For example, the I/O device 
2 0 interface 72 of the sender 60 may include an operating system communication interface 
88 and a virtual interface (VI) user agent 89. The I/O device interface 80 of the receiver 
62 may also include an operating system communication interface 90 and a VI user agent 
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91 . The operating system communication interfaces 88 and 90 and the VI user agents 89 
and 91 of both the sender and the receiver may convert requests from the sending and 
receiving applications into data structures, such as descriptors, for processing by the I/O 
devices 70 and 76. Accordingly, the operating system communication interfaces 88 and 
90 may include standard communications functions for performing network I/O, such as 
sockets, MPI, cluster, or other communications functions. The VI user agents 89 and 91 
may communicate memory registration requests through communication links 92 and 93 
to VI kernel agents 94 and 95. The VI kernel agents 94 and 95 may be components of the 
operating systems of the sender and the receiver that function as device drivers for the I/O 
devices 70 and 76. The VI kernel agents 94 and 95 may receive the memory registration 
requests from the VI user agents 89 and 91 and register memory used by the sending and 
receiving applications 66 and 74 with the I/O devices 70 and 76. In addition, the VI 
kernel agents 94 and 95 may establish and break connection with remote machines. The 
VI kernel agents 94 and 95 may also manage one or more virtual interfaces, such as 
virtual interface 96 of the sender 60 and virtual interface 97 of the receiver 62. 

The virtual interfaces 96 and 97 may comprise communication interfaces between 
the sending and receiving applications 66 and 74 and the I/O devices 70 and 76. The 
virtual interface 96 of the sender 60 may include a send queue 98 and a receive queue 99. 
Similarly, the virtual interface 97 of the receiver 62 may include a send queue 100 and a 
receive queue 1 01 . In order to request an I/O operation, the sending and receiving 
applications 66 and 74 may execute standard I/O commands, such as Winsock sendO and 
Winsock recvQ- In response to these commands, the VI user agents 89 and 91 may post 
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descriptors 102-109 to the send and receive queues of the sender and the receiver and 
notify the I/O devices of the posting of the descriptors. Posting the descriptors may 
include writing pointers to the virtual memory addresses of the descriptors to the virtual 
memory addresses of the queues. Notifying the I/O devices of the descriptors may 
5 include writing doorbell tokens including the virtual memory addresses of the descriptors 
to virtual memory addresses of doorbells associated with each queue. The VI kernel 
agents may map the virtual memory addresses of the doorbells to physical memory 
addresses of doorbell control registers associated with the I/O devices. When the I/O 
devices 70 and 76 receive doorbell tokens, the devices preferably increment a descriptor 
10 counter for the associated queue. The I/O devices 70 and 76 decrement the counters 
when descriptors are processed. The I/O devices 70 and 76 preferably process the 
descriptors in the order that the descriptors are posted in the send and receive queues and 
perform the requested I/O operations. The I/O devices preferably process the descriptors 
until the queues are empty or until an unrecoverable error occurs. 
15 In order to request the sending of data, the sending application 66may transmit a 

request for sending data to the VI user agent 89, which posts descriptors 102 and 103 in 
the send queue 98 of the sender virtual interface 96 and rings the doorbell of the send 
queue 98 once for each descriptor. The descriptors 102 and 103 may specify the virtual 
memory addresses of send buffers 68 containing data to be sent to the receiver. Once the 
2 0 descriptors are posted in the send queue 98, the I/O device 70 of the sender preferably 
locates the data at the virtual memory addresses indicated in the descriptors and sends the 
data to the receiver. 
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In order to receive data from the sender, the receiving application 74 preferably 
sends receive data requests to the VI user agent 91, which posts descriptors 106 and 107 
in the receive queue 101 specifying one or more receive buffers 98 to store data from the 
sender. However, if no descriptors are posted in the receive queue 101 when the data 
5 arrives, connection between the sender and receiver may be broken* Similarly, because 
the receiver may not perform segmentation or reassembly of data, if data in a given data 
packet from the sender exceeds the size of the receive buffer in the descriptor 107 at the 
head of the receive queue 101, connection may also be broken. Accordingly, it is 
desirable to coordinate posting of descriptors in the send queue 98 of the sender with the 
10 posting of descriptors in the receive queue 101 of the receiver, i.e., it is desirable to 
control flow between the sender and the receiver. 

In order to control flow between the sender 60 and the receiver 62, the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 builds credit messages based on sizes of the receive buffers 
contained in receive data requests initiated by the receiving application 74. For example, 
15 when the receiving application posts a descriptor in the receive queue, the credit list 

builder/communicator 83 may record the size of the buffer specified by the descriptor in a 
credit message. The credit list builder/communicator 83 may repeat this process for each 
descriptor posted in the receive queue. When the number of credits in the receive queue 
reaches a predetermined value or when the credit list builder/communicator 83 
2 0 determines that the sender needs credits, the credit list builder/communicator 83 
preferably requests that the I/O device 76 send a credit message 82 to the sender. 
Methods for determining when the sender needs credits will be discussed in more detail 
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below. 

Credit messages may be sent to the sender in any suitable manner, for example, by 
posting a descriptor in the send queue 100 of the receiver containing the size and virtual 
memory address of the credit message and ringing the send queue doorbell. However, in 
5 a preferred embodiment of the present invention, the sender and the receiver use a 

separate connection from the connection^) for sending and receiving data for the sending 
and receiving of credits. Accordingly, since each virtual interface may connect to one 
remote virtual interface to form one network connection, the sender and the receiver may 
each include an additional virtual interface for sending and receiving credit messages. In 
1 0 addition, in an alternative embodiment of the invention, a single sender and a single 

receiver may communicate over multiple data connections. In such an embodiment, the 
sender and the receiver may each include multiple virtual interfaces for the data 
connections and a single virtual interface for a control connection for the exchange of 
credit messages. The credit message builder/communicator of the receiver may multiplex 
1 5 credits or credit messages sent over the control connection to the sender. Each credit or 
credit message may specify the data connection or virtual interface to which it pertains. 
The credit message reader/processor of the sender may demultiplex the credits and use 
the credits to control the sending of data over the corresponding data connection. In order 
to prevent credit message overflow, the credit message reader/processor may maintain a 
20 separate credit message buffer for each data connection. In yet another alternative 

embodiment, the receiver may comprise a server that communicates with a plurality of 
client senders. In such an embodiment, the receiver may include one virtual interface for 
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sending credits to and receiving credits from each of the remote senders. That is, the 
number of credit message connections may be equal to the number or remote client 
senders. Any number of credit message connections and data connections is within the 
scope of the invention. 

5 Once a credit message is transmitted to the sender, the credit list reader/processor 

75 of the sender receives the credit message 82. Receiving a credit message may require 
the previous posting of a descriptor containing the virtual address and size of a credit 
message buffer in the receive queue 99 of the sender. Alternatively, as discussed above, 
credits may be received over a.separate connection from the connection for receiving 
1 0 data. The credit list reader/processor 75 may use the credits in the credit message to 
control the posting of descriptors in the send queue 98. For example, the sender may 
have a send buffer containing six bytes of data to be sent to the receiver. The credit 
message 82 from the receiver may contain a first credit of four bytes and a second credit 
of two bytes, indicating that the descriptors 106 and 107 specify two-byte and four-byte 
1 5 receive buffers, respectively. Accordingly, the credit list reader/processor 75 may post a 
first descriptor 103 in the send queue 98 containing a pointer pointing to the first byte of 
the send buffer with a size of four bytes and a second descriptor 102 in the send queue 98 
containing a pointer pointing to the fifth byte of the send buffer 68 with a size of two 
bytes. The I/O device 70 may process the descriptor 103 and transmit a first data packet 
20 having four bytes of data to the receiver. The I/O device 70 may process the second 
descriptor 102 and transmit a second data packet of two bytes of data to the receiver. 
When the receiver receives the data packets, the receiver processes the descriptor 107, 



- 33 - 



WO 00/41365 PCTAJS99/30860 



then the descriptor 106, to store the received data packets in four- and two-byte receive 
buffers, respectively. In this manner, the sender only sends data that the receiver is 
capable of receiving. As a result, data transmission overflow errors are reduced and 
transmission efficiency is increased 
5 In the embodiment illustrated in Figure 3, the credit list builder/communicator 83 

and the credit list reader/processor 75 are preferably implemented in software, e.g., in the 
VI user agents 9 1 and 89, In an alternative embodiment, the credit list 
builder/communicator and the credit list reader/processor may be implemented in 
hardware, e.g., in hardware of the I/O devices. Implementing the credit list 
1 0 builder/communicator and the credit list reader/processor in the hardware of the I/O 
devices allows flow control functions to be performed transparently to the 
communications software of the sender and the receiver. 

Figure 3(a) illustrates a detailed block diagram of a sender and a receiver in which 
the credit list builder/communicator and the credit list reader/processor are implemented 
1 5 in hardware. In the illustrated embodiment, the credit list reader/processor 75a is a 
hardware component of the I/O device 70 of the sender and the credit list 
builder/communicator 83a is a hardware component of the I/O device 76 of the receiver. 
The remaining components in Figure 3(a) are the same as those illustrated in Figure 3, 
and their descriptions are therefore not repeated. 
20 In order to regulate the flow of data from the sender, the credit list 

builder/communicator 83a of the receiver may generate a list of credits based on 
descriptors posted in the receive queue 101. The list of credits may-be stored in memory 
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of the I/O device 76 or in memory of the host computer in which the I/O device is 
inserted. The credit list builder/communicator 83a may send the credit list to the sender 
by instructing the I/O device 76 to send the list directly from the memory location in 
which the credit list is stored. The credit list builder/communicator 83a may also 
determine when to communicate new credits to the sender as will be discussed in more 
detail below. 

The credit list reader/processor 75a may receive the credit list and process the 
credits in order to send data to the receiver. However, unlike the credit list 
reader/processor 75 illustrated in Figure 3, rather than posting descriptors in the send 
queue, the credit list reader/processor 75a may control the sending of data specified by 
descriptors previously posted in the send queue 98 of the sender so that the size of data 
packets actually sent to the receiver corresponds to the credits. For example, a descriptor 
specifying the sending of eleven bytes of data may be located at the head of the send 
queue 98. The credit list reader/processor 75a may have two credits of five bytes and six 
bytes. Accordingly, the credit list reader/processor 75a may break the data buffer 
specified by the descriptor into a first data packet of five bytes and a second data packet 
of six bytes. Thus, when the credit list reader/processor and the credit list 
builder/communicator are implemented in hardware, flow control can be achieved 
transparently to the VI user agents 88 and 90. 

As stated above, the credit list builder/communicator 83 preferably determines 
when to communicate new credits to the sender. Determining when to provide the sender 
with new credits may be accomplished in any number of ways. Figure 4 illustrates 
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exemplary steps which may be performed by the credit list builder/communicator 83 to 
determine when to communicate new credits to the sender. In step ST1, the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 may receive requests for receiving data from the receiving 
application 74. The credit list builder/communicator 83 preferably determines the size of 
5 the receive buffer in each request and adds a credit of a corresponding size to a credit list 
Step ST1 is preferably executed repeatedly and concurrently with the remaining steps in 
Figure 4 to accumulate credits as requests are received from the receiving application 74. 
In steps ST2 and ST3, the credit list builder/communicator 83 determines whether the 
number of accumulated credits exceeds a predetermined number or whether the sender 

10 has no credits. The predetermined number of credits may be based on a maximum credit 
message length, which may be determined by the smaller of the network MTU between 
the sender and the receiver and the size of the buffer posted by the sender to receive credit 
messages. If either condition is satisfied, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may 
communicate a first batch or list of credits to the sender. (ST4) For example, the credit 

1 5 list builder/communicator may instruct the I/O device 76 to send a first credit message to 
the sender, e.g., by posting a descriptor having a pointer to the credit message in the send 
queue of the control connection of the receiver and ringing the send queue doorbell. In 
an alternative embodiment, for example, where the sender and receiver communicate 
using shared memory, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may write the credit list to 

20 the control portion of the shared memory if both conditions are satisfied. If neither of the 
conditions is satisfied, the credit list builder/communicator may continue to accumulate 
credits. In steps ST5 and ST6, the credit list builder/communicator 83 determines 
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whether data has been received from the sender for the first buffer specified in the first 
batch of credits communicated to the sender. If data has not been received in the first 
buffer, the credit list builder/communicator 83 preferably continues checking whether 
data has been received in the first buffer, i.e., without communicating a new list of credits 
to the sender. If the credit list buUder/communicator 83 determines that data has been 
received in the first buffer specified in the first credit list, the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 determines whether new credits are available, (steps ST7 and 
ST8) If new credits are available, the credit list builder/communicator 83 preferably 
communicates a new credit list to the sender, (step ST9) For example, the credit list 
builder/communicator may instruct the I/O device 76 to send a new credit list to the 
sender containing newly accumulated credits. The newly accumulated credits may be 
based on receive buffers contained in data receive requests initiated by the receiving 
application after the previous credit message was sent If there are no newly accumulated 
credits, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may continue to check until new credits 
are available. After the new credit list is communicated to the sender, the credit list 
bvulder/communicator 83 determines whether data has been received in the first buffer 
specified in the new credit list (steps ST10 and STU) If data has not been received in 
the first buffer in the new credit list, the credit list builder/communicator 83 preferably 
continues checking, i.e., without communicating another new credit list to the sender. If 
the credit list builder/communicator 83 determines that data has been received in the first 
buffer in the new credit list, the credit list builder/communicator 83 preferably checks 
whether new credits are available and instructs the I/O device 76 to send another new 
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credit list to the sender. 

The approach illustrated in Figure 4, in which the receiver communicates a new 
credit list to the sender when the first buffer specified in a previous credit list is used, 
increases the number of credits available to the sender at any given time. This approach 
5 may be desirable if the sender is rapidly consuming available credits. In an alternative 
approach, steps ST5, ST6, ST10, and ST1 1 can be modified so that the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 determines when the last buffer in a previous credit list is used 
before communicating a new credit list to the sender. This approach would reduce the 
number of credit list communications sent by the receiver and the number of credits 
1 0 available to the sender at any given time. Such an approach may be desirable if the 

sender is not rapidly consuming available credits. In yet another alternative, the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 may instruct the I/O device of the receiver to communicate new 
credit lists to the sender when a buffer between the first and last buffers in a previous 
credit list receives data from the sender. 
15 According to another aspect of the invention, the method for deterrnining when to 

communicate new credits to the sender is adaptable. Figure 5 illustrates an adaptable 
approach for detennining when to communicate new credits to the sender. Steps ST1- 
ST6 are the same as steps ST1-ST6 in Figure 4 and their description is not repeated. In 
step ST7, after data has been received in a first buffer specified in a first credit list 
2 0 previously communicated to the sender, the credit list builder/communicator 83 

determines the frequency at which the buffers are being used by the sender. In step ST8, 
'"' the credit fist builder/communicator 83 determines which buffer in the credit list currently 
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being used by the sender will trigger the sending of a new credit message, based on the 
frequency. For example, if the sender is rapidly using buffers in the current credit • 
message, a new credit message may be sent when a buffer near the beginning of the 
current credit message is used On the other hand, if the sender is slowly consuming the 
5 buffers in the current credit message, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may wait 
until a buffer near the end of the current credit message is used to send the new credit 
message. In steps ST9 and ST10, the credit list builder/communicator 83 determines if 
the triggering buffer in the current credit message has received data from the sender. If 
the triggering buffer has not received data, the credit list builder/communicator 83 
1 0 preferably continues checking. If the triggering buffer has received data, the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 may determine if any new credits have been accumulated, 
(steps ST1 1 and ST12) If new credits have not been accumulated, the credit list 
builder/communicator may continue checking. If new credits have been accumulated, the 
credit list builder/communicator 83 may instruct the I/O device 76 to send a new credit 
15 list to the sender. In steps ST14 and ST15, the credit list builder/communicator 83 

determines whether data has been received in the first buffer in the new credit list If data 
has not been received in the first buffer, the credit list builder/communicator 83 
preferably continues checking. If data has been received, the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 returns to step ST7 to determine the frequency at which the 
2 0 sender is utilizing buffers and determine which buffer in the new credit message will 
trigger the sending of another new credit list In an alternative arrangement, step ST7 
may be executed continuously so that the triggering buffer can be updated continuously. 
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In this manner, the number of credit messages and credits made available to the sender is 
controlled based on the rate at which the sender is using credits. In another alternative 
arrangement, the times at which buffers in a first credit message are used may be input to 
an adaptive-predictive filter. The adaptive-predictive filter may predict when the sender 
will most likely need a new list of credits. 

The present invention is not limited to utilizing a triggering buffer to determine 
when to communicate a new credit list to the sender. For example, in an alternative 
embodiment, steps ST9 and ST10 in Figure 5 may be replace by steps for determining a 
time, e.g., in milliseconds, for communicating a new credit list to the sender. In such an 
embodiment, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may monitor the frequency at which 
the sender consumes credits and, based on the frequency, detennine to communicate new 
credits after a predetermined time period elapses. Any method for adaptively 
determining when to communicate new credits to the sender is within the scope of the 
invention. 

In another alternative embodiment, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may 
implement quality of service functions by regulating the rate at which credits are 
communicated to the sender. For example, the receiver may comprise a server that 
provides services to a plurality of client senders. The receiver may prevent any one of the 
clients from exceeding a predetermined maximum allowable bandwidth by not sending 
credits to the client when doing so would allow the client to exceed the maximum 
allowable bandwidth. By preventing clients from exceeding a maximum allowable 
bandwidth using credits, the server can guarantee a certain quality of service to all clients. 



- 40 - 



WO 00/41365 PO7US99/30860 

For example, since none of the clients can exceed the maximum allowable bandwidth, 
the processing load on the server is determined by the number of clients and the 
maximum allowable bandwidth. If the maximum allowable bandwidth is set somewhat 
lower than the bandwidth that the server is capable of servicing for a given connection, 
5 the server can service a greater number of clients with less hardware. In contrast, without 
a maximum bandwidth limitation, in order to guarantee service to a given number of 
clients, the server must contain sufficient resources to handle bursts of communications 
from the clients in excess of the average bandwidth. Thus, the credit-based methods and 
systems for regulating flow between a sender and the receiver can be used to facilitate 
1 0 server resource planning. 

According to another aspect of the invention, the sender may transmit in-band 
information to the receiver along with the data packets. The in-band information may 
include the cumulative amount of data remaining to be sent by the sender. The credit list 
builder/communicator 83 may utilize this information to switch between one or more of 
15 the approaches previously described for detemuning when to communicate new credits to 
the sender. Figure 6 illustrates an exemplary approach for switching between modes for 
determining when to communicate new credits to the sender. In step ST1, the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 operates in a first mode for determining when to communicate 
new credits to the sender. The first mode may comprise the steps illustrated in Figure 4 
2 0 for sending new credit lists when a first buffer in a previous credit list triggers the sending 
of a new credit list. In step ST2, the credit list builder/communicator 83 analyzes the in- 
band data transmitted from the sender. The in-band data may include any information for 



- 41 - 



WO 00/41365 PCT/US99/30860 



assisting the credit list builder/communicator 83 in determining when to communicate 
new credits to the sender. For example, the in-band data may include the amount of data 
remaining to be sent by the sender. 

In step ST3, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may determine whether 
5 switching would increase performance, e.g., by analyzing the amount of data remaining 
to be sent, the number of credits remaining, and/or frequency of buffer usage. For 
example, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may compare the monitored information 
to a threshold value or a set of threshold values to determine whether to switch modes. If 
the analysis indicates that the rate at which credits are currently being communicated to 
10 the sender is too fast, the credit list builder/communicator 83 may switch to a second 
mode for determining when to communicate new credits to the sender to slow the rate at 
which credits are communicated to the sender, (step ST4) On the other hand, if the 
analysis indicates that the communication of credits is too slow, the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 may switch to a third mode for detemiining when to 
15 communicating new credits to the sender to increase the rate of communication of credits 
to the sender. If switching modes would not increase performance the credit list 
builder/communicator 83 may continue operating in the current mode (step ST5) and 
return to checking the in-band information. The in-band information may also be used as 
an input to an adaptive-predictive filter to adaptively determine when to communicate 
20 new credits to the sender. By using in-band information from the sender to determine 

when to send new credit messages, the I/O performance of the sender and receiver may be 
further improved. For instance, the in-band information may be utilized to reduce the ... 
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number of mode switches when the data rate is highly variable. 

Figure 7(a) and 7(b) illustrate steps that may be performed by the credit list 
reader/processor 7 5 according to an embodiment of the present invention. Figure 7(a) 
illustrates exemplary steps that may be performed by the credit list reader/processor 75 
for receiving credits from the receiver and posting buffers to receive new credits. Figure 
7(b) illustrates exemplary steps that may be performed by the credit list reader/processor 
75 for processing credits to send data to the receiver. The steps illustrated in Figure 7(a) 
may be executed concurrently with the steps illustrated in Figure 7(b). In Figure 7(a), the 
credit list reader/processor 75 posts a first buffer for receiving credits and notifies the I/O 
device 70 of the posting, (step ST1) For example, the credit list reader/processor may 
write the virtual address of a descriptor pointing to the buffer for receiving credit 
messages to the receive queue of the virtual interface of the sender for sending and 
receiving credit messages and ring the associated doorbell. Alternatively, where credits 
are communicated to the sender using shared memory or RDMA write operations, the 
sender may ensure that buffer space in memory exists for receiving credits. The buffer is 
preferably posted before a connection is established between the receiver and the sender. 
In steps ST2 and ST3, the credit list reader/processor checks for credits transmitted from 
the receiver. Checking whether credits have been received may include reading the 
memory location or locations reserved for receiving credits. If credits have not been 
received, the credit list reader/processor may continue checking or waiting to be notified 
of the reception of credits. If credits have been received, the credit list reader/processor 
75 may post a second buffer for receiving new credits from the receiver (ST4). Once the 
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second buffer has been posted, the credit list reader/processor may store the credits from 
the first buffer in a credit list and returns to step ST2 to check for credits in the buffer 
posted in step ST4. (step ST5) 

In Figure 7(b), the credit list reader/processor 75 receives a request for sending 
data originating fiom the sending application, (step STla) The request may comprise a 
"Winsock" sendO function including a buffer virtual address and a buffer size. In steps 
ST2a and ST3a, the credit list reader/processor 75 determines if the credit list contains 
any credits. If the credit list does not contain any credits, the credit list reader/processor 
75 preferably continues checking, i.e., without requesting sending of the data. If the 
credit list contains credits, the credit message receive/processor 75 may request the 
sending of data corresponding to the size indicated by the first credit, (step ST4a) The 
credit list reader/processor preferably then removes the first credit from the credit list, 
(step ST5a) The credit list reader/processor 75 may then update a data pointer pointing to 
the data to be sent and check whether any data remains to be sent (steps ST6a and ST7a). 
If data remains to be sent, the credit list reader/processor 75 may return to step ST2a to 
use the next credit in the credit list if additional credits are available. If no data remains 
to be sent, the credit list reader/processor may return to step STla to receive the next 
request for sending data from the sending application. 

By only sending data when credits are available, the credit list reader/processor 
reduces the likelihood of data transmission overflow conditions. In addition, because the 
credit list reader/processor 75 posts a new buffer for receiving credits before using newly- 
received credits, the credit list reader/processor 75 allows the credit list 
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builder/communicator 83 of the receiver to maintain. that the sender has a buffer available 
for receiving credits if the receiver receives data corresponding to the first credit in a new 
credit list Thus, embodiments of the present invention may also reduce the likelihood of 
data transmission overflow conditions in transmitting credit messages fiom the receiver 
5 to the sender. 

The credit list reader/processor according to the present invention is not limited to 
the embodiments illustrated in Figures 7(a) and 7(b). For example, as stated above, the 
credit list reader/processor 75 may control the transmission of in-band data from the 
sender to the receiver. The in-band data may be transmitted along with data packets from 
10 the sender to the receiver. The in-band data may include any data to assist the receiver in 
determining when to transmit credit messages to the sender. For example, the in-band 
information may include the amount of data remaining to be sent by the sender. 

Figure 8 is a flow diagram illustrating an example of the transfer of data and 
credit messages between the sender 60 and the receiver 62. Each row in the flow 
15 diagram indicates state m 

62. The first column CI in the diagram represents the receiver 62, including the credit 
list builder/communicator 83, the second column C2 represents the communication link 
64, and the third column C3 represents the sender 60 including the credit list 
reader/processor 75. In row Rl, column C3, the sender 60 has a send buffer 68(a) of 
20 seventy-two bytes to send to the receiver 62. The send buffer 68(a) may have been 
communicated to the credit list reader/processor 75 by the sending application of the 
sender. PB is a pointer to the first byte of the send buffer 68(a). The sender initially has 
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zero credits. In row Rl, column CI, the receiver has two available receive buffers 78(a) 
and 78(b) of size three bytes and seven bytes, respectively. In row Rl , column C2, the 
receiver 62 sends a credit message 82(a) to the sender 60 indicating the size of the buffers 
78(a) and 78(b). The sender maintains two pointers, Rtrip and Next. Rtrip points to the 
5 first buffer indicated in a credit message sent to the sender. The pointer Next points to the 
first receive buffer not communicated to the sender in a credit message. Since there are 
no buffer sizes that have not been transmitted to the sender in row Rl , the pointer Next 
equals zero. 

The pointer Rtrip may be used to indicate to the sender when new credit message 
1 0 buffers are available at the sender for receiving credit messages. For example, described 

1 

above, if data is received in a buffer in a list of credits previously communicated to the 
sender, the receiver can assume that the sender has posted a new buffer for receiving 
credit messages. Accordingly, when data is received in the first buffer, the credit 
message sent to the sender, the pointer Rtrip may be set to NULL, (see row R9, column 
15 CI) 

In row R2, column C3, the credit list reader/processor 75 of the sender receives 
the credit message 82(a) and adds credits of three and seven to the credit list The credit 
list reader/processor 75 posts a first descriptor to the send queue of the sender to send the 
first three bytes of the send buffer 68(a) and updates the buffer pointer PB to point to the 

2 0 next byte to be sent 

In row R3, column C2, the sender sends a data packet 84(a) containing the first 
three bytes of the send buffer 68(a) to the receiver. In row R3, column C3, the credit list 
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reader/processor 75 removes the used credit of three from the credit list, posts a descriptor 
in the send queue to send the next seven bytes of the send buffer 68(a) and updates the 
buffer pointer PB. The shaded bytes in the send buffer 68(a) indicate data that has been 
sent to the receiver. Thus, in row R3, column C3, the first three bytes of the send buffer 

5 68(a) have been sent In row R3, column CI, the credit list builder/communicator 83 has 
received a request for receiving data in a new buffer 78(c) of size twenty-two. Since this 
buffer 78(c) has not been communicated to the sender, the credit list 
builder/communicator preferably updates the pointer Next to point to this buffer. 

In row R4, column C2, the sender sends a data packet 84(b) containing the next 

1 0 seven bytes of the send buffer 68(a). In row R4, column C3, the sender credit list 

reader/processor 75 preferably removes the used credit of seven from the credit list. In 
this state, the sender has no credits and preferably does not send any more data until 
receiving more credits from the receiver. In row R4, column CI , the receiver receives the 
data packet 84(a) into the receive buffer 78(a). The credit list builder/communicator 83 

15 has received a request for receiving data into a new buffer 78(d) of size forty-four. 

In row R5, column C3, the sender is idle because it has no credits. In row R5, 
column C2, the receiver sends a credit message 82(b) containing credits of twenty-two 
and forty-four to the sender. In row R5, column CI, the pointer Rtrip is updated to point 
to the receive buffer 78(c) corresponding to the first credit in the new credit message 

2 0 82(b). The credit list builder/communicator 83 sets the pointer Next to zero because there 
are no credits that have not been transmitted to the sender. The buffer 78(a) has been 
removed from the buffers available for receiving data because the descriptor for that 
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buffer has been processed. The receive buffer 78(b) receives the data packet 84(b). 

In row R6, column C3, the sender receives the credits twenty-two and forty-four. 
The credit list reader/processor 75 posts a descriptor in the send queue to send the next 
twenty-two bytes of the send buffer 68(a). The credit list reader/processor 75 updates the 
buffer pointer PB. In row R6, column CI, the receiver removes the buffer 78(b) from the 
list of buffers available for receiving data since it previously received data. 

In row R7, column C2, the sender sends a data packet 84(c) containing the next 
twenty-two bytes of the send buffer 68(a). In row R7, column C3, the credit list 
reader/processor 75 removes the used credit of twenty-two from the credit list The credit 
list reader/processor 75 posts a descriptor in the send queue to send the next forty bytes of 
data to the receiver and updates the buffer pointer PB. In row R7, column CI, the credit 
list builder/communicator 83 receives a request for receiving data into a new buffer 78(e) 
of size eleven. The credit list builder/communicator 83 updates the pointer Next to point 

to the new buffer 78(e). 

In row R8, column CI, the receiver receives the data packet 84(c) in the receive 
buffer 78(c). In row R8, column C2, the sender sends a data packet 84(d) containing the 
last forty bytes of the receive buffer 68(a) to the receiver. In row R8, column C3, the 
credit list reader/processor removes the used credit of forty-four from the credit list The 
use of a forty-four-byte credit to send a buffer of forty bytes illustrates an acceptable, but 
inefficient use of a credit Since all of the data has been sent the buffer pointer PB is set 
to NULL. 

In row R9, column CI, the receiver receives the data packet 84(d) in the send 
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buffer 78(d). The receive buffer 78(d) is removed from the set of receive buffers 
available to receive data since its descriptor has been processed. The pointer Rtrip is set 
to NULL to indicate the availability of a credit message buffer at the sender. Because the 
receiver sends a list of credits to the sender, the sender sends data to the receiver based on 
5 the size and order of the credits, and the receiver receives data into buffers according to 
the size and order of the credits, reliable flow control between the sender and the receiver 
can be achieved with reduced copying of data. 

In view of the many possible embodiments to which the principles of this 
invention may be applied, it should be recognized that the embodiments described herein 
10 with respect to the drawing figures are meant to be illustrative only and should not be 
taken as umiting the scope of invention. For example, those of skill in the art will 
recognize that the elements of the illustrated embodiments shown in software may be 
implemented in hardware and vice versa or that the illustrated embodiments can be 
modified in arrangement and detail without departing from the spirit of the invention. 
1 5 Therefore, the invention as described herein contemplates all such embodiments as may 
come within the scope of the following claims and equivalents thereof. 
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CLAIMS 
I claim: 

1 . A method for controlling data flow between a sender and a receiver 
comprising: 

communicating a first credit list to a sender, the first credit list comprising a 
plurality of credits indicative of buffer sizes of receive buffers accessible by a receiver 
and capable of receiving data from the sender, and 

in response to receiving the first credit list, transmitting a data packet, from 
the sender to the receiver, the data packet being no greater in size than a first buffer size 
specified by a first credit in the first credit list 

2. The method of claim 1 comprising receiving the data packet into a receive 
buffer corresponding to the first credit and having the first buffer size. 

3. The method of claim 1 wherein transmitting the data packet includes " 
transferring data from an application-level send buffer to an input/output device without 
copying the data between the application-level receive buffer and the input/output device, 

4. The method of claim 2 comprising after receiving the data packet, 
communicating a second credit list to the sender. 

5. The method of claim 3 wherein transferring data from the application-level 
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receive buffer to the input/output device includes posting a descriptor in a send queue 
associated with the input/output device and ringing a doorbell associated with the send 
queue. 

6. The method of claim 1 wherein communicating the first credit list to the 
sender includes transmitting a first credit message including the first credit list from the 
sender to the receiver. 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein communicating the first credit list to the 
sender includes writing the first credit list into a memory buffer shared by the sender and 
the receiver. 

8. The method of claim 1 wherein the sender executes on a first computer 
and the receiver executes on a second computer and communicating the first credit list to 
the sender includes performing a remote direct memory access write operation from the 
second computer to memory of the first computer to write the first credit list to the 
memory of the first computer. 

9. The method of claim 1 comprising establishing at least one first 
connection for transmitting data packets between the sender and the receiver and 
establishing a second connection between the sender and the receiver for transmitting 
credit messages between the sender and the receiver. 
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10. The method of claim 9 wherein establishing at least one first connection 
includes establishing a plurality of first connections for transmitting data packets 
between the sender and the receiver. 

5 

1 1 . The method of claim 1 0 comprising multiplexing credits messages on the 
second connection, the credit message including credits indicating receive buffer sizes 
for each of the plurality of first connections. 

10 12. A credit list builder/communicator comprising computer-executable 

instructions embodied in a computer-readable medium for performing steps comprising: 
receiving requests for receiving data into a plurality of receive buffers accessible 
by a receiver and capable of receiving data from a sender; 

in response to the requests, building a credit list including a plurality of credits 
1 5 indicative of sizes of the plurality of receive buffers; and 
communicating the credit list to the sender. 

13, The credit list builder/communicator of claim 12 comprising computer- 
executable instructions for determining when to communicate credits to the sender. 

20 

14. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 13 wherein the computer- 
executable instructions for determining when to communicate credits to the sender 
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include instructions for monitoring a frequency of credit usage by the sender. 

15. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 13 wherein the computer- 
executable instructions for determining when to communicate credits to the sender 
include instructions for setting a maximum allowable bandwidth for receiving data from 
the sender and refraining from communicating additional credits to the sender when the 
additional credits would allow the sender to exceed the maximum allowable bandwidth. 

16. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 12 wherein the computer- 
executable instructions for communicating the credit list to the sender include instructions 
for transmitting a credit message including the credit list from the receiver to the sender. 

17. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 12 wherein the computer- 
executable instructions for communicating the credit list to the sender include instructions 
for writing the credit list to a memory buffer shared by the sender and the receiver. 

18. The credit list builder/communicafor of claim 12 wherein the sender 
executes on a first computer and the receiver executes on a second computer and the 
computer-executable instructions for communicating the credit list to the sender include 
instructions for performing a remote direct memory access from the second computer to 
memory of the first computer to write the credit list to the memory of the first computer. 
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19. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 12 wherein the computer- 
executable instructions for communicating the credits to the sender include instructions 
for inserting the credit list in an options field in a TCP packet 

20. A data structure for controlling data flow between a sender and a receiver 
comprising: 

a credit list including a plurality of credits, each of the credits being indicative 
of a buffer size of a receive buffer accessible by a receiver and capable of receiving data 
from a sender, 

2 1 . The data structure of claim 20 wherein the plurality of credits are arranged 
in an order corresponding to an order of posting of descriptors in a receive queue of the 
receiver. 

22. The data structure of claim 20 wherein the credit list is included in a credit 
message transmitted from the receiver to the sender through a network. 

23. The data structure of claim 20 wherein the credit list is stored in a memory 
buffer shared between the sender and the receiver. 

24. The data structure of claim 20 wherein the credit list is included in a 
remote direct memory access write packet transmitted from the receiver to the sender 
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through a network. 

25. The data structure of claim 20 wherein the credit list is included in an 
options field of a TCP packet transmitted from the receiver to the sender. 

26. A credit list reader/processor comprising computer-executable instructions 
embodied in a computer-readable medium for performing steps comprising: 

posting a first buffer accessible by a sender for receiving credits from a 

receiver, 

determining whether credits have been received in the first buffer; 
in response to receiving credits in the first buffer, posting a second buffer 
accessible by the sender for receiving additional credits from the receiver, and 

after posting the second buffer, storing credits from the first buffer in a credit 

list 

27. The credit list reader/processor of claim 26 wherein the credits received in 
the first buffer are arranged in a first order and the computer-executable instructions for 
storing the credits in the credit list comprise instructions for storing the credits in the first 
order. 

28. The credit list reader/processor of claim 26 comprising computer- 
executable instructions for , after storing the credits in the credit list, requesting 
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transmission of data packets to the receiver, the data packets having sizes controlled by 
the credits in the credit list 

29. The credit list reader/processor of claim 28 comprising computer- 
5 executable instructions for removing a credit from the credit list after requesting 

transmission of each data packet to the receiver. 

30. The credit list reader/processor of claim 29 comprising computer- 
executable instructions for, when the credits in the credit list are exhausted, delaying 

10 requesting of transmission of data packets to the receiver until new credits are received 
from the receiver. 

31. A credit list builder/communicator comprising computer-executable 
instructions embodied in the computer-readable medium for performing steps for 

1 5 determining when to communicate new credits to a sender comprising: 
communicating a first credit list to a sender; 

determining if data has been received in a first buffer corresponding to a 

credit in the first credit list; and, 

in response to detennining that data has been received in the first buffer, 

2 0 communicating a second credit list to the sender. 

32. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 31 wherein the first buffer 
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corresponds to a first credit in the first credit list. 

33. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 31 wherein the first buffer 
corresponds to a final credit in the first credit list 

34. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 3 1 wherein the first buffer 
corresponds to a credit between a first credit and a final credit in the first credit list 

35. A credit list builder/communicator comprising computer-executable 
instructions embodied in a computer-readable medium for performing steps for 
detennining when to communicate new credits to a sender comprising: 

communicating a first credit list to a sender, 

monitoring a frequency at which the sender consumes credits in the first credit 
list; and 

determining when to communicate a second credit list to the sender based on the 
frequency. 

36. The credit list bmlder/communicator of claim 35 wherein the computer- 
executable instructions for determining when to communicate the second credit list to tl 
sender include instructions for computing a time in time units for communicating the 
second credit list to the sender. 



WO 00/41365 PCT/US99/30860 

37. The credit list builder/conununicator of claim 35 wherein the computer- 
executable instructions for determining when to communicate the second credit list to the 
sender include instructions for detennining a triggering buffer in the first credit list for 
triggering communication of the second credit list to the to sender. 

5 

38. A credit list builder/communicator comprising computer-executable 
instructions embodied in a computer-readable medium for performing steps comprising: 

operating in a first mode for determining when to communicate new credits to 

a sender; 

10 receiving in-band mfoimation from the sender, 

analyzing the in-band information; and 

if the in-band information indicates that switching would increase 
input/output performance, switching to a second mode for detennining when to 
communicate new credits to the sender. 



15 



39. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 38 wherein the in-band 
information includes an amount of data remaining to be sent from the sender to the 



receiver. 



2 o 40. The credit list builder/communicator of claim 38 comprising computer- 

executable instructions for refraining from switching from the first mode to the second 
mode if a variance in the rate for receiving data packets from the sender exceeds a first 
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value, based on the in-band information. 

41. An input/output device comprising: 
a processing circuit; 

a memory device coupled to the processing circuit, the memory device 
storing a credit list builder/communicator including computer-executable instructions for 
performing steps comprising: 

receiving requests for receiving data into receive buffers stored at virtual 
memory locations of a host computer connectable to the input/output device; 

building a credit list including a plurality of credits indicative of sizes of 
the receiver buffers; and 

communicating the credit list to the sender. 

42. An input/output device comprising: 
a processing circuit; 

a memory device coupled to the processing circuit, the memory device 
storing a credit list reader/processor including computer-executable instructions for 
performing steps comprising: 

posting a first buffer accessible by a sender for receiving credits from a 

receiver; 

determining whether credits have been received in the first buffer, 
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in response to receiving credits in the first buffer, posting a second buffer 
accessible by the sender for receiving additional credits from the receiver, and 

after posting the second buffer, storing credits from the first buffer in a 

credit list 

43. The input/output device of claim 42 wherein the credit list 
reader/processor comprises computer-executable instructions for reading the credits in the 
credit list and requesting sending of data packets to the receiver having sizes based on the 
credits. 



44. A network communications system comprising: 

a first local virtual interface for sending data to and receiving data from a 
first remote virtual interface over a first network connection; 

a second local virtual interface for sending credit messages to and 
15 receiving credit messages from a second remote virtual interface over a second network 
connection; and 

a credit list builder/communicator for building credit messages for 
controlling data flow over the first network connection and communicating the credit 
messages to the second remote virtual interface through the second local virtual interface 
20 and the second network connection, the credit messages including credit lists including a 
plurality of credits indicative of buffer sizes of receive buffers for receiving data through 
the first local virtual interface from the first remote virtual interface. 
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45. The network communications system of claim 44 comprising a credit 



message reader/processor for reading credit messages received from the second remote 



virtual interface through the second network connection and the second local virtual 



5 interface and requesting sending of data packets to the first remote virtual interface 
through the first local virtual interface, the data packets being having sizes based on 



credits in the credit messages received from the second remote virtual interface. 

46. The network communications system of claim 44 comprising a plurality of 
1 0 first local virtual interfaces for sending data to and receiving from a plurality of first 

remote virtual interfaces through a plurality of first network connections. 

47. The network communications system of claim 45 comprising a plurality of 
first local virtual interfaces for sending data to and receiving from a plurality of first 

1 5 remote virtual interfaces through a plurality of first network connections. 

48. The network communications system of claim 46 wherein the credit list 
builder/communicator builds credit messages for controlling data flow over the plurality 
of first network connections, the credit messages for controlling data flow over the 

20 plurality of first network connections including credits indicative of buffer sizes for 
receiving data through the plurality of first local virtual interfaces. 
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49. The network communications system of claim 48 wherein the credit list 
builder/communicator multiplexes and sends the credit messages for controlling data 
flow over the plurality of first network connections to the second remote virtual interface 
through the second local virtual interface and the second network connection, wherein 
each of the plurality of credit messages for controlling data flow over the plurality of first 
network connections indicates one of the plurality of first remote virtual interfaces to 
which the credits in the credit message pertain. 

50. The network communications system of claim 47 wherein the credit 
message reader/processor receives multiplexed credit messages for controlling data flow 
over the plurality of first network connections, demultiplexes the credit messages and 
sends data packets to the plurality of first remote virtual interfaces, the data packets 
having sizes based on credits in the credit messages for controlling data flow over the 
plurality of first network connections. 

51. The network communications system of claim 46 comprising a plurality of 
second virtual interfaces, each of the second virtual interfaces for receiving credit 
messages for controlling data flow over one of the plurality of first network connections. 
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